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Introduction and Summary
Criminal justice policy in the United States is in a state of flux: past practices are being challenged, current policy is marked by contradictions and controversy, and future directions are uncertain. In view of the importance of the issues and the confusion about correctional policy, the Panel on Research on Rehabilitative Techniques was created in 1977 to assess the state of knowledge about the effectiveness of rehabilitation. In its first volume, The Rehabilitation of Criminal Offenders: Problems and Prospects (Sechrest et al. 1979), the panel concluded that although there is little in the reported literature that demonstrably works, the conclusion that "nothing works" is not necessarily justified. It would be more accurate to say instead that nothing yet tried has been demonstrated to work. This is true because many plausible ideas have not been tried and because the research done so far, even when theoretically informed, has not been carried out satisfactorily. The research has been flawed by limitations in the evaluation of programs, the questionable degree to which treatments are actually implemented, and the narrow range of approaches actually attempted. In this report the panel explores more promising directions for the development of a program of research on rehabilitation. Without better research that is oriented toward the characteristics of offenders, including their age and the stage they are at in their criminal career, designed for specific loci of intervention, and developed through an iterative process, one cannot properly conclude that nothing could work.
In this chapter we review the background of this report, summarize its findings, and present its conclusions. The first section includes a briefeslingness to spend many hours discussing early drafts of the report is also gratefully acknowledged.
